CHAPTER 229 


February 13, 2012 


“Excuse me...” 


Justin groaned a bit as he opened his eyes, slowly awakening in whatever strange 
world he had managed to find himself in this time. In the tug of war to get Chie out 
of that hand’s grasp, everyone had managed to get pulled into the television; and 
since it had been from a high distance this time AND without knowing they were 
getting tugged in, they weren’t really prepared to land on their feet. So they didn’t, 
and as a result, they were knocked clean out. For a good long while too. In some 
cases that was nothing more than an inconvience, in others, it was cause for 
concern. Justin was quick to crawl over to where he spotted Chie’s trademark green 
jacket, growling with pain as he shook her by the shoulder to wake her up. It took 
some time, but she eventually opened her eyes. He was more than a little relieved 
to find her still alive and breathing. When that hand had popped out of the screen 
like that, he had nearly shit himself with fright. If something happened to her; 
especially when he could have prevented it... well... he wouldn’t know what to do 
with himself. Luckily enough she seemed fine; just a bit of a lump on her head 
where she had managed to bump her skull. And while Justin had been concerned 
she was concust after hitting her head like that, it seemed she was a little more 
hard-headed than she had let on. She was just having a little trouble balancing after 
that. So Justin lent her his shoulder. 


“Th-thanks...” Chie stuttered, flinching with slight pain. She didn’t hurt her head too 
bad, but at the end of the day, she did bump it pretty hard, so she had a splitting 
headache right now. Almost like a hangover; especially considering she had waken 
up to this pain with no real knowledge of where she was. Hell none of them did; 
though | think the weird statues they were surrounded by only served to confuse 
them. They were unique, so if anyone could identify them, that would help; but alas, 
no one had any idea what they were. Besides from ugly and misshapen that is. 
Justin sighed with relief as he supported Chie’s weight against his own as she tried 
to regain her bearings. | guess this made them even for the first time Justin fell 
through the television. And Chie was right; it was instinct. Just a different kind of 
instinct. The kind of instinct that tells you to act when someone you hold close is in 
danger. 


Of course, Justin’s fast beating heart as she held her body close to his was not really 
the topic of discussion here. He had been awoken by the sound of a voice echoing 

in his ear; and an unfamiliar one at that. He looked around, not really seeing anyone 
at first; but then, it seemed whoever it was that had called on him had wanted to 
get the jump on him. He felt a tapping sensation on his shoulder, turning around to 
be met by the sight of a middle-aged, blonde haired woman. Justin was very 


confused at first, but then he saw those golden eyes. A shadow it seemed. He was 
about to take a swing at her since he didn’t have carry his gun around anymore, but 
Yu was quick to run up and stop him. Believe him, that was the LAST thing he 
wanted to do. Unless he wanted to be smeared across the sidewalk like a fly against 
a flyswatter. 


“Please forgive the slightly impolite invitation.” She apologized, staring blankly at 
Justin’s angered face as Yu tried to hold him back. She didn’t seem threatened 
that’s for sure. If anything, she found this all somewhat amusing. Probably because 
she could hurl Justin across the room with a thought if she so chose, partially 
because exploring human interaction was always made for an interesting time. Just 
watching him react to the sight of her; it was peculiar from what she had studied, 
though not completely unheard of. The others stared at her with interest and 
confusion as they slowly gathered around the blue clothed woman. 


“Il think she’s the one that grabbed me.” Chie whispered into Justin’s ear with 
concern. That of course made him want to take another swing, but Yu seemed 
pretty damn clear that taking a swing was going to cause more trouble than it was 
worth. He just would not let go of Justin’s arm as he tried to wind up a Strike. 


“Believe me, you don’t want to do that.” Yu scolded Justin slightly. For the love of 
god, could he just be a little less brash for a moment? He could understand why 
Justin would want to punch out his girlfriend’s alleged kidnappers, but sometimes 
punching a criminal in the face was a very bad idea. In this case she wasn’t exactly 
a criminal by any means, but punching her in the face would still be an awful idea. 
Unless you had no intention of breathing without a tube for the rest of your life... if 
you're lucky that is. 


“What, you know this woman?” Justin questioned with angered exasperation. God 
help him, he better get an explanation soon or there was going to be hell to pay. Yu 
sighed as he took another glance at the woman in blue. He had tried so hard to 
keep this all a secret, but then she just HAD to go and pull everyone in again. Hell, 
Yu didn’t even know she could leave that limo, but here she was. And given the 
smirk on her face, it seemed he wasn’t getting out of this without his friends 
knowing about his role as the wild card. God, how do you explain to someone that 
you literally gained power from their friendship without someone getting offended. 
After all, then it looks like you’re friends with someone only because you gained 
something from it. Which was true in some cases for Yu, unfortunately. 


“Yeah... we’re, uh... sorta friends. Sorta.” 


“.,.Dude, she is a real woman! Where the hell did you meet her!?” Yosuke shouted 
with great curiosity, though he had that look in his eyes that he always seemed to 
get when he was letting his manhood get ahead of himself. Maya sighed and 
pinched at where the bridge of her nose met her forehead. You know, she was 
aware that even the most faithful of guys still had an eye for other woman, but most 


of their guys kept it to themselves. Especially when their girlfriend was around. 
Made her wonder if Yosuke just lacked a filter when it came to this kind of stud and 
just immediately blurted out the first thing that came to mind. 


“Forgive me for not introducing myself sooner. We meet for the first time. My name 
is Margaret. | am a helper on this young man’s journey... | meant you no harm.” 
Margaret explained, a gentle smile stretching across her face. It was true that it 
seemed she meant them no ill-will, though | think something else had stood at a 
little bit more attention. All eyes fell on Yu, curious what she meant by ‘helper.’ He 
just scrunched his shoulders up in the ‘I’m so fucking embarrased’ kind of way, eyes 
closed under the mentality that if you can’t see it, it can’t see you. The only thing 
that could have sold the image anymore is if Yu topped it off with the utterance of 
‘moooooom, you're embarrassing me.’ “Do you remember? | have come to fulfill my 
promise.” She explained. 


“...You mean about Marie, right?” Yu spoke up after a moment. He had been 
searching for Marie a while ago, but she just seemed to disappear without a trace. 
Justin had found it odd she had stopped coming for guitar lessons, but he didn’t 
exactly object to it either, so he didn’t really put in much of an effort to find out 
where she had gone. Yu on the other hand... he was vastly concerned. And so he 
asked Margaret for help locating her. Seemed she had found something. The others 
again stared at Yu with slight confusion. No one knew Marie was missing, only that 
she hadn’t popped up in a while. For all they knew she could have moved. So they 
had no idea what this promise was in regards to. 


“Yes. | have come to guide you. | apologize for the amount of time it required me to 
prepare. This is the Hollow Forest. The ‘closed realm’ created by her in the TV 
world, the ‘world of the human mind...’It would seem that after Marie left us, she 
shut herself in here.” Margaret spoke to with contemplation , eyes scanning the 
horizon and all the scenery it held before here. Such interesting statues; perhaps 
they were a manifestation of Marie’s emotions. The bamboo probably was all things 
considered. 


“Shut herself in?” Yu spoke with confusion. Why would she want to shut herself in 
here? That didn’t make any sense; especially when she had been adapting to the 
outside world so well. Hell, last he checked, she thoroughly enjoyed the outside 
world; what could possibly possess her to want to isolate herself like this. Margaret 
paused for a moment, an expression of displeasure making its way across her face. 
She was almost ashamed in a way. 


“| do not know everything. But as you know, she was searching for her memory. 
And by opening her heart to you, she finally regained that memory... It would seem 
that what she found was not what she had been hoping for.” 


“Whoa, hold on. What is this all about?” Yosuke finally sooke up, having just about 
enough of this vagueness. Yu and Margaret both seemed to be in cahoots to 


something none of them had even the slightest bit of knowledge on. And it was kind 
of a big deal when this was about their friend. Well, as much of a friend as someone 
who insulted them all on a regular basis could be. “Marie? You mean Marie-chan? 
The one who was with you...? What do you mean, she’s here?” 


“We are inside the TV right now, correct? A missing person ending up in the TV...” 
Yukiko mused to herself. It didn’t take a genius to tell that when Marie had stopped 
showing up around Inaba a couple months back, whatever it was she had been 
doing, she ended up here. And by all accounts, that sounded like a missing person 
to Yukiko. Now it was just a matter of why she had ended up her, and how. 


“Don’t tell me... | mean, we put an end to all that...!” Rise shouted with exasperated 
concern. The yput Adachi behind bars, and yet it was happening again!? COULD 
THE NEVER CATCH A BREAK!? Margaret shook her head slightly. There were only so 
many times one could find a faulty culprit before it got ridiculous, and there was no 
room for shit odds in the realms of logic. It was possible; but highly unlikely. 


“1 do not think this is the same situation. | believe Marie’s disappearance is 
unrelated to the ‘kidnapping incident’ you all were following. She was not taken 
away by someone. Rather, she came here of her own volition.” 


“She willingly came here... Does that mean Marie-san has the Persona ability as 
well?” Naoto spoke up, inquiring to the matter. The rule was that you needed a 

persona to enter the television, right? So then if she jumped into the television, 

she’d need one. 


“Hmm, not necessarily.” Justin sooke up. “Don’t forget Maya could enter the 
television on her own before she got her persona.” He pointed out. Yu, he 
suspected, always had the persona and never knew about it; but it was clear Maya 
never received hers until she confronted her shadow a few months back. Prior to 
that, there was nothing. Margaret nodded her head with agreement. 


“No. Marie is originally a... ‘resident’ of this side.’ Margaret pointed out, eyes 
focused on Maya now. She was certainly not a shadow, nor did she have the wild 
card ability. Logic would dictate she had no earthly business being able to get in on 
her own before achieving her persona; which fascinated her. Yet, she could sense 
some deep connection between her and Yu. Perhaps it was that connection that 
allowed her to feed off of Yu’s power to get in. She would have to look into this; it 
was rather intriguing. 


“What kind of girl were you showing around town!?” Yosuke shouted with 
exasperation as the news hit his ears. Right, | guess Teddie was the only exception 
to the no shadows on the real side world, since we were going immediately back to 
assuming all shadows were murderers. To be fair, Kurt had been the only exception 
to the rule prior to Teddie’s introduction, so it wasn’t exactly an unfair reaction in 
his case. Perhaps it was in Marie’s though. 


“Hold on, this is inside the TV, right? Then, aren’t there Shadows in here...?” Yukiko 
pointed out. Justin shook his head. 


“No; they have a code of law that shadows aren’t allowed to kill shadows. | think the 
bigger ones can kill the smaller ones without any consequence, but Marie is one of 
the big ones. Someone would have to seriously fuck the rules if they wanted to kill 
her.” Justin pointed out. The rules had been proven to be nothing but a deterrent 
from the dreams he had; but alas, Justin’s shadow was inside him. She was in no 
real danger here. 


“I will not say that she is not in danger. However, the same goes for you... If you are 
to proceed ahead and search for Marie, you must have adequate resolution. The 
path ahead will be relentless. Alone, you will not be able to reach her. If you wish to 
see her again, then it is my role to help you. And to do so, | decided to invite 
everyone who has accompanied you on your journey... here.” Margaret explained to 
them. 


“Well you’re missing Kurt; but he barely shows up anywhere, so | suppose this will 
suffice.” Justin shook his heads and shrugged his shoulders. Let’s not say all when 
the whole gang wasn’t here after all. Of course, Margaret had taken into account 
the possibility of bringing Kurt here; but at the end of the day, shadows were NOT 
trustworthy enough. Teddie wouldn’t even be here if he hadn’t latched on to the 
others like that. And then there was Justin himself. Margaret was having a hard time 
deciding his stance on all of this. He himself: his heart was pure and his intentions 
even purer. He would stand by those he held close to the death. But his shadow... 
His shadow was one of the darkest... most vile creatures she had ever felt the 
presence of. And it seemed to scream out for more... more what she didn’t know. 
Just more, more, more. Two sides of the same coin, your Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde 
syndrome it would seem. 


“.,.. see. | was wondering why you didn’t bring just our leader here... Now | 
understand. You’re giving us all the information and letting us choose what to do 
from here... You aren’t here to stop us.” Naoto spoke up, as the situation started to 
sink in for her. Of course, they all figured THAT much already. Why would she bring 
them here and inform them of the situation if she didn’t want them to go. Come on, 
Naoto, use your head. 


“Exactly.” 


“Uh... One more thing. It won’t affect my decision to help or not, but...You are also 
like Marie-san? A... ‘resident of this side’?” Naoto questioned with cautious curiosity. 
If she was a shadow you could be damned sure Naoto wasn’t going to trust a damn 
word she said; even if Yu did claim she was on their side. Kurt had proven himself 
several times now, he was alright... even if Naoto had to let his, uh... criminal 
pleasures slide from time to time. It was a minor crime compared to what he had 
stopped. And besides, from what she had heard, he was calling it quits soon. 


Business was Slow, and he had been considering going back to school to get his 
medical degree. So she’d pretend it never happened. Margaret, however, was a 
stranger. And that made her suspicious. 


“The human mind contains more than shadows. | believe you all witnessed that in 
your last battle.” Margaret side-stepped the qurstion slightly. That sounded like a 
yes to Justin, but he couldn’t say for certain that she was speaking in regards to 
Naoto’s question or not. 


“Are you talking about those things that came out of Namatame and Adachi-san?” 
Chie questioned. She raised a valid point; whatever that giant eyeball thing was, it 
certainly wasn’t a shadow. Hell it looked like it was in control; and had Justin’s 
shadow reacted at all, Justin would believe it. But he didn’t, which only lead him to 
believe that there were bigger fish to fry. “Well, they WERE different from the 
Shadows we know about...” 


“It does not matter how you choose to interpret it. What you see and what you 
believe are up to you. | Know that you can supply yourselves with answers... As | 
know that you have been capable of coming this far” She paused, taking a breath 
as she tried to gather her thought... There was still... one matter left to address. 
“One more thing... As | just said, the Hollow Forest was originally a ‘closed realm.’ It 
is not the case now, but in time, this place will seal itself again. It would seem that 
little time remains before the Hollow Forest completes itself. Once that time has 
passed, this place will be closed forever, and you will never be able to visit here 
again. If that happens, Marie’s existence will be entirely expunged from your 
memories.” 


“We'll lose our memories!?” Yukiko shouted with great shock. It was bad enough 
thinking they didn’t have much time to put a stop to this without knowing they’d 
forget everything. The guilty suffered from their memories; so then, did those with 
guilt without memory face no punishment for their sins? At the very least if Justin 
failed he’d like it to haunt him. It sounded like an awful thing to want, but then 
Justin always did believe in a rather obscure form of justice. Justice in its purest 
form; the kind of punishment that will follow you to the grave and then some. A 
couple broken teeth helped too. 


“It is exactly as | said. The closing of this forest marks the fact of Marie’s erasure. 
Any memories you have of Marie will disappear, and you will return to your peaceful 
days. | merely have come to fulfill my promise. What you do is up to you... | have 
made a link from the television in the mountain cabin to this world. That is the only 
conduit through which you may reach this place.” Margaret continued to drop bad 
news on the group. She was killing them, | hope she realized. 


“Huh? So we can’t get here through the TV in Junes!?” 


“Exactly. This world and your world’s screens are linked, place to place... It is a fact. 
lam repeating myself, but it was Marie who shut herself in this world. There is no 
need for you to think that you must risk your lives for her... | am sure she would not 
wish that, either. Please, treasure the normal lives you have. That is what Marie 
would want. “ She bowed before turning to leave. Justin could hardly believe that. 
How could anyone just suggest living someone behind in this nightmare? He didn’t 
exactly like Marie, but you know what? He didn’t like a lot of people. At the end of 
the day, everyone deserved the right to life. Marie was no exception. 


“Fuck. That.” Justin mumbled with great annoyance, pushing his way through the 
crowd in an attempt at chasing the blonde-haired woman. But the more he tried to 
chase the sun, the quicker the sun seemed to come up behind him again. She soon 
vanished from his peripheral vision, leaving him standing there in the snowy fields, 
a television set there in the middle. Seemed she had left one parting gift for them... 
if you could even call it that after the bombshell that was dropped on them. The 
others soon caught up to Justin, an expression of great concern on all of their faces. 


“This must be the exit, like the ones Teddie has.” Naoto mumbled, eyes darting 
around the group. God they were still so exhausted, and it was so tempting to just 
leave and never look back, but... They couldn’t do that while Marie was in danger 
like that, could they? Justin glared at the television for a while. 


“Dammit, | won’t let this happen.” 


